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A FEW YEARS AGO, FHC funded and developed a wide range of pro
grams and publications that asked Floridians to think about the idea of
home. We posed the question: How can we build a sense of Community in a
state where two-thirds of the residents were born elsewhere?
I thought about those projects a lot as we planned this issue of FORUM,
because I remember the day I started down that complicated path to "mak
ing Florida home." I was on a river
Soon after I moved to Florida, some new acquaintances invited me to
canoe on the Hillsborough River. Having grown up in the Pacific Northwest
where I had canoed on some of America’s most legendary rivers, I was a bit
disdainful. I admit now that I was also more than a little concerned about
the reptiles I knew inhabited the swampy rivers of the South.
But from the moment we launched our canoe onto the murky waters of
the Hilisborough and began navigating around spindly cypress knees and
giant oaks draped with Spanish moss, I was spellbound by this exotic place.
I’m not sure if it was the ‘gators lying on the banks, or the roseate spoonbills
foraging along the shore, or the turtles sunning on the logs, but something
happened on the river that day that changed my relationship with Florida.
That "something" is difficult to describe. But our best nature writers are
able to capture these visceral experiences and translate them into words
that evoke both images and emotions. In Bill Belleville’s introductory article
in this issue of FORUM he describes an evening kayak trip:
Alone in the river darkness, I would breathe slowly and imagine
myself as nearly invisible. Wading birds would screech from the dense
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riverine forest, fish would smack the surface to feed, and alligators
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would begin their slow, patient survey of the dark primal water,
reclaiming the river as completely as the night itself Without the noise
of my clumsy modern ego to drown everything out, the river would
regain its preeminence and grace, and when I had the courage to allow
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it, it would rise up to touch my soul.

Belleville’s article and the others in this issue of FORUM about Florida
rivers attest to the powerful role that the humanities can play in helping us
to ponder the more profound aspects of our relationship with nature.
Historians help us assess how our relationship with the environment has
changed over time. Ethicists ponder such questions as whether nature has
rights beyond its usefulness to humans. Writers create images of the life
around us and provide insights for us to mull over.
We hope that as you read through this issue of FORUM about Florida’s
rivers, you will consider some of these questions and in doing so come to a
better understanding of your relationship with this wondrous place.
-Janine Farver
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Honoring Ancient Cultures
Noble Waters
To truly understand Florida’s rivers, immerse yourself in
their lore and poetry, their history and science, and in
their dark and spiritual waters.

By Bill Belleville

12

Creation Unfolding
Sehastion Inlet was a place of connection for a son
and his father.

By Mark Jerome Walters
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Floridians with their rivers.
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‘It’s My River’
Tampa artist Gladys ICashdin portrays the Hillsborough
in all its glory.
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Will our culture learn to honor the sacred in nature?
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Miami River: Host to History
From ancient to modern times, it has been a lifeline.
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The Winds of Change
After four major hurricanes in one year, the Florida
Dream endures.

By Gary Mormino
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Humanities on the Radio
Lively, informative programs about Florida s history and culture can be heard
on radio stations across the state. The programs, produced by FHC, are aired by
the stations below and on our website at www.flahum.org.

Ste

Augustine, May 6-8. 2005

F

or hundreds of years, visitors have
marveled at the charms of America’s
‘Ancient City." Few tourists have
had the opportunity, however, to look
beyond the souvenir shops of St. George
Street or the mythical Fountain of Youth
of Ponce de Leon. But here’s an opportu
nity to join a scholar-led exploration-an
in-depth look at the oldest city in the
United States.
Stay at the historic Casa Monica Hotel,
the former winter home of America’s
wealthiest vacationers, while you discover
the history and heritage of St. Augustine
with several of Florida’s best scholars.
Pre-Gathering: The Forts
of St. Augustine / Fee: $60

The Gathering / Fee: $260 for FHC
Members, $310 for Non-Members

Friday, May 6: 5:30-9:30 p.m.
* Dinner and Evening Program
Saturday, May 7: 9 a.m.-9 p.m.
* Spend the day visiting the historic
and architectural treasures of St.
Augustine with Florida scholars. Take a
boat tour with lunch at a waterfront café.
Dine at the historic Markland Mansion
with after-dinner entertainment by Carrie
Johnson, the "Voice of Lincolnville."

Sunday May 8: 9 am-noon
* Explore the civil rights era of St.
Augustine and tour the Lincolnville neigh
borhood.
For more details and registration infor
mation, please visit our website www.
flahum. org and click on the link for The
Gathering; or contact Monica Rowland
mrowland@fiahum.org or call 727
553-3803.
4
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‘Exploring the State of the Future’
is New FHC Initiative

Friday, May 6: 10 a.m.-3 p.m.
Join historian Susan Parker for an onsite visit to three forts of St. AugustineCastillo de San Marcos, Fort Mose, and
Fort Matanzas, with lunch at the Conch
House.

WINTER200S

Florida is described as a "microcosm of
the nation," a "bellwether state," and
‘the America of tomorrow." It is a state
that has experienced profound changesdemographic, technological, environmen
tal, social, and cultural-since World War
II. FHC’s new grant initiative asks grant
seekers to explore these changes and
their effects on the people, the communi
ties, and the landscape of our state.
For more information on
this new initiative and on how
to apply for FHC grants, visit
our website at flahum.org

FBC Awarded
‘Landmark of
American
History’ Grant
The National
Endowment for the
Humanities NEH
awarded a $259,000
grant to FHC to con
duct teacher seminars
in St. Augustine. The
four consecutive,
weeklong seminars
entitled, "Between

MIAMI

WDNA
WFSU/WFSW

TALLAHASSEE, PANAMA
Cl1% MARIANNA

SAINT AUGUSTINE
ORLANDO
TAMPNST. PETERSBURG
FORT PIERCE
GAINESVILLE
PENSACOLA
KEY WEST

Columbus and Jamestown: Spanish St.
Augustine," will be held on the campus of
Flagler College during the summer of
2005. More than 200 teachers from
Florida and across the country will attend
these seminars, which will offer intensive
study and discussion of the Spanish colo
nial experience and its impact on
American history.
For more information see our website
at StAugustine@flahum.org.

Scholars on the Road
Fl-IC’s Road Scholars program is con
tinuing to accept applications from
organizations interested in hosting one
of our humanities scholars. Road
Scholars speak on a wide variety of
Florida-related subjects. Our
"Chautauqua" scholars present
lively in-character presentations of
historical figures.
If you would like to be put on
our Road Scholars mailing list,
please send an email to
rreno@flahum.org. To
see a list of our current
speakers log on to our
website at
flahum.org.
Bob Devin Jones as Langston
Hughes, psrt of FHC’s Roads
Scholars program.

Comings and Goings...

Honoring Ancient Cultures
few years ago, a group of archaeological

Early Archaic Florida Cemetery-An Update." These
talks are scheduled for U a.m. and 2 p.m.
* April 23 at the Mound House, Fort Myers Beach:
Corbett Torrence will present "Caloosahatchee
Landscapes; An Architectural Analysis of Coastal
Mound Sites in Southwest Florida." This program

enthusiasts banded together to promote
ublic awareness of the rich history and
legacy of Florida’s early inhabitants. The group,
wilich called itself Trail of the Lost Tribes,
Inc., felt that many Floridians and mil
lions of tourists were virtually unaware of
the state’s ancient Indian archaeological
sites and scattered historical museums.
In 2002, with a grant from FHC and with
help from then-State Archaeologist Jim
Miller, the group developed and hosted a
series of talks by Florida’s leading
archaeologists. More than 3,000 people
attended these presentations at archaeo
logical sites around the state, hearing
insights and learning about research on
the ancient cultures who originally inhab
ited the state’s Gulf Coast,
In that year, the organization also dis
trthuted more than 25.000 brochures
Roger Block portrays a 1bcabtga lnd,an village shaman dunng the taiI
about the Trail network at the sites and at
Speaker Senes at the Science Center of Pinellas County
hotels and tourist bureaus. In 2003-2004,
more than 55,000 updated brochures were
will feature guided tours of Mound Key in Estero Bay.
distributed across the state at VISIT FLORIDA wel
come stations. This effort has significantly increased The times for this and for the presentations later in
the year will be announced,
awareness and visitation to all of the Trail sites.
* July 28 at Brooksville City Council Chambers.
"Our goal is to honor Florida’s original native peo
Brooksville: Lori D. Collins will discuss ‘Prehistoric
ples, who thrived for 12,000 years before being lost
to warfare and disease following European contact," and Historic Trails across the Big Hammock: Using
Geographical Information Systems GIS to Explore
said Marty Ardren, one of the group’s founders.
Pasco and Hernando Counties,"
The T1ail’s 2005 speaker series, entitled "Stories
* August 13 at the Seminole Thbe Hard Rock
Buried in the Ground: How Archaeology Strengthens
Hotel,
Hollywood, a panel of three will speak: Tina
florida’s Communities," will include six programs
Marie
Osceola.
executive director of AH-TAE-THI-RI
featuring distinguished archaeologists at sites
Museum,
will
discuss
how the Tribal Historic
across the state. Here is the schedule:
Preservation
Office
and archaeology fit into
THPO
* February 12 at Weedon Island Cultural and
the
mission
of
the
Seminole
Tribe of Florida; Anne
Natural History Center, St. Petersburg: Robert J.
McCudden
will
discuss
‘Rrchaeology
of the Brighton
Austin will speak about "Multidisciplinary
and
Cypress
Seminole
Big
Reservations";
and W,S,
Investigations at West Williams, An Archaic Site in
Bill
Steele
will
discuss
"Functions
of
the
Tribal
Hillsborough County." His talks, sponsored by the
Historic Preservation Office."
Tampa Bay History Center. are slated for 11 a.m.
* October 14 at the florida Museum of Natural
and 3 p.m.
History; Gainesville: Judith Bense will present
* March 5 at the Science Center of Pinellas
"Spanish Colonial Presidios in West Florida: Holding
County. St. Petersburg: Glen Doran will discuss
Florida’s Western Border in the 18th Century;"
"Windover: Multidisciplinary Investigations of an
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NOBLE WATERS
A river sings a holy song conveying the
mysterious truth that we are a river. . .An
enchanted life demands an appreciation of
this flow.
-

Thomas Moore

That night we came to a very wide,
very deep and swift river, which we did
not dare cross on rafts.. . A horseman
named Juan Veldzquez, native of Cue’llar,
entered the river without waiting, and the
swift current knocked him off his horse,
but he held on to the reins, and both he
and the horse drowned.

-Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca,
on getting lost in Florida in 1528

J

was paddling through the tree
tops of a Florida rivet the other
day, soaring through the foliage
canopy like a giant bird. Heavy
limbs of ancient live oaks were
flopping lazily in the current as
if they were metronomes keeping time
to the river’s pulse. The gunnels of my
kayak came within a few feet of a tat
tered blue-jay nest still cradled in a
branch. Other limbs bristled with the
spiky leaves of pine bromeliads, and
once with a green fly orchid, all just
inches above the water.
The river was the Econlockhatchee,
and a series of tropical storms had
filled its valley of paleo-dunes to over
flowing. A month earlier, it had been a
shallow sandy-bottomed blackwater
stream that you could have walked
across. A year before, rain had been so
sparse that it stopped flowing, and it
was less a river and more a series of
narrow sloughs. But now it was high
and raging, full of eddies and little
standing waves.
Like everything else in Florida, our
rivets resemble few others back on the
continent. Indeed, in various stages of
our wet-dry seasons, they don’t even
resemble themselves. Gravity makes
them work, of course, but it’s a dis
B
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tinctly Florida-driven gravity that
pushes water across barely perceptible
gradients on the landscape. Its source
is not glaciers or snowmelt of the
mountains, but the superheated hydro
logical cycle of our water-bound
peninsula. The liquid driving our
rivers falls from the sky in extraordi
nary amounts. Then, it either gathers
up into swamps and marshes, or seeps
downward into the soft limerock of our
crust. Great wetlands like the Green
Swamp brim and overflow, driving our
rivers outward from it. Or the bonewhite karst underfoot does likewise, its
own underground tivers pushed to the
surface by the unseen alchemy of
hydrostatic pressure from the uplands.
Writers and poets Harriet Beecher
Stowe, William Bartram, Sidney
Lanier have variously considered our
rivets wild, noble, or, given the right
mood, indolent. Attists have delighted
in them, featuring them thematically
in landscape paintings William
Morris Hunt, Winslow Homer,
Herman Herzog. Musicians have
been notoriously mixed on the subject.
The most famous river the

Suwannee was celebrated by a song
wtiter Stephen Foster who never saw
it. Yet arguably the most sublime com
position Florida Suite about a
Florida river the St. Johns had the
very legitimate franchise of being
romanticized by a composer Frederick
Delius who lived on its banks and
truly fell in love with it.
Rivers have influenced where
humans settled in Florida, and how
their cultures were molded over cen
turies. The bounty of flowing rivers fed

N

their imagtnations as
well as their appetites.
Some of the earliest pot
tery in North America
was created on the banks
of the St. Johns, Artistic
skills there and else
where transformed wood
into eagles, owls, otters. Dugouts,
carved first from longleaf and then
from cypress, became art with great
utility.
Industrious Americans enlarged on
the notion of river transportation,
adding steam boilers and paddlewheels. Both ornate and serviceable,
the baroque steamboats toured nearly
every river deep enough to float them,
regardless of how torturous the mean-

ders. "Landings" for the steamboats
emerged where there were only feral
woods, drawing turpentiners, timber’
men, planters, and early tourist pro
moters to them.
When the steamboats gave way to
railroads, the practical use of rivers
waned; settlements created by boat
traffic often dissolved into the detritus
of the swamp: St. Francis, Suwannee
Springs, Ellaville. But, this was not
always true and, every now and then
those settlements morphed into mod
ern cities, like Jacksonville. At other
times, they remained modest and
pleasantly retro, like Welaka and
White Springs.
Florida rivers are predictable only in
their uncertainty. The Econ is like the

Suwannee in that it trickles from a
swamp, courses through a distinct val
ley, and dramatically rises and falls
with the season. But the Suwannee,
like many Florida rivers, is fed by
springs, and the Econ is not. Other
rivers, like the Hillsborough, are aug
mented both by springs and by ground
water seeping up through fractures in
its bed. Some rivers are in fact long
spring runs-like the lchetucknee,
Alexander, Juniper, Silver, and the
Wekiva. But even then, many of these
runs are fed seasonally by rainfall leak
ing out of their tannic swamps. In wet
summers, the Wekiva is tea-colored; in
dry winters, it is spring-clear again.
Some rivers, like the Chatham and
the Lopez in the western Glades and

WINTER 2005
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the Nassau above Jacksonville, are so
tidal that they are pushed less by grav
ity than by the moon and the sea. And
a few rivers are not truly rivers at allfor instance, the Indian River is a
brackish lagoon that does not flow,
except when driven by wind. Marjorie
Stoneman Douglas called the sawgrass
prairie that is the Everglades a "River
of Grass" because its waters do move,
although one has to stand in it for a
long time to realize it.
We have more than 50,000 non-lin
ear miles of rivers in Florida, which are
more or less divided into 1,400 named
bodies of flowing water. The process of
naming a river seems less to do with its
size than the opinion of the cartogra
pher who got there first. We have no
"brooks" mapped in Florida, but we
have "creeks," which are somewhat
similar. And we have "dead rivers,"
which lead into aquatic cul de sacs,
ending navigationally but not biologi
cally. We don’t have "bayous," but we
have "sloughs," which are usually deep
unmoving patches of swamp. That is,
until the wet season, and then they
become a dynamic part of the river
once again.
he proper names of rivers
are like the waterways
themselves. They are
in
snapshots
time,
changing course in the
semantic landscape, not
unlike a channel that will reconfigure
itself through its floodplain. In this
way, our most historic river was vari
ously known as Welaka in Creek lan
guage; Mai French; Rio Corrientes,
San Mateo, and San Juan Spanish;
and, for now, it is the St. Johns.
Fottunately, an unusually large num
ber of river names first invented by
early Creeks still endure in Florida.
More often than not, they describe
features or animals rather than prais
ing some European deed or conqueror:
10
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Withlacoochee
Small
River,
Oklawaha Muddy, Sopchoppy Oak
Tree, Loxahatchee Turtle Stream,
Chassahowitzka Hanging or Opening
Pumpkin, Echashotee Home of
Manatee or Beaver, Pithlachascotee
Chopped Boat. Saying those names
out loud sometimes restores life to the
traditional myth of the river, if only for
a little while.
If some names have morphed over
time, the official lengths of rivers have
also been altered as new information is
revealed. But this is problematic:
Mistakes are so often repeated that
they have become fact. Almost all
almanacs consider the 245-mile-long
Suwannee the longest river when its
course out of Georgia’s Okefenokee
Swamp is considered. Yet the Sr.
Johns, which is 280 miles from its nav
igational headwaters at Lake Hell ‘n
Blazes, is longer by at least 30 miles,
and its entire length lies within
Florida’s boundaries. When its head’
waters are factored in, the St. Johns
becomes at least 60 miles longer.
Certainly, figuring the size of a river
is tricky business all by itself. For offi
cial purposes, the "mainstem" or main
channel of a river is usually considered

WINTER 2005

althov
channel, their actions trickle down to
it through its watershed. Indeed, their
predecessors may have chosen their
geographic homes because of its loca
tion in the scheme of all things. In a
state as wet as Florida, it was always
wise to know exactly what was
upstream.
The promise of modem "water man
agement" seduces us into thinking the
flow of our rivers will always be pro
tected. Meanwhile, affluent, thitsty
regions scheme to commandeer
springs and river water-and we refuse
to allow growth to be linked to water
availability. Managed by politics
instead of ecology, our rivers diminish.
Yet, our state’s aquatic assets contin
ue to be promoted in the name of
nature tourism. This dilemma seems

WATERS
become more intimate
Le hope that this would
‘ay of understanding. I
rivers to my chest to fly
in them, paddle over
and dive under them,
their shores. I would
rn with friends, espe
ing to open themselves
and quirks and glories
irits. I would read of
ion books and novels,
ms, and scientific
delight when I found
traced a meander or
ranch that no longer
would go out on a river

the best example of negative capabili
ty-of being able to hold two diamet
rically opposed ideas in your head at
one time and still function.
Confused? So was I, for a long time.
At some point, I decided to forsake
logic-since it wasn’t getting me any-

alone, shouldering my kayak to the
edge of the water at the ocher light just
before dusk, and paddle until it was
well after dark. Dipping my paddle
sparingly to steer, I would drift down
stream with the slight current, not
unlike a patch of floating hyacinths.

Alone in the river darkness, I would
breathe slowly and imagine myself as
nearly invisible. Wading birds would
screech from the dense riverine forest,
fish would smack the surface to feed,
and alligators would begin their slow
patient survey of the dark primal water,
reclaiming the river as completely as
the night itself. Without the noise of
my clumsy modern ego to drown every
thing out, the river would regain its
preeminence and grace; and when I
had the courage to allow it, it would
rise up to touch my soul. If I was lucky
I could reach a singular place nurtured
by the full emotional sway of bliss, of
respect, of fear. It was an experience
beyond the safeguard of intellect.
Once, after spending years around a
river, I wrote a book about it. In doing
so, I talked to scientists and river
dwellers and read everything I could
find on the subject, from research
papers to poetry. Even then, I could
not capture it fully; for to write about a
river is not unlike sculpting clay that is
never put into a kiln. It’s malleable,
something that is remolded over time.
If we expect it to stay put, we are badly
mistaken; for rivers-even those bulkheaded and channeled-tend to break
loose every once in a while. Secrets,
hidden well, slowly reveal themselves,
like totems in the benthic mud. Rivers
have a mystic quality to them, a way of
helping us remember something we
thought we had forgotten.
The process of appreciating Florida
rivers has nothing whatsoever to do
with ownership or territoriality. To
love a river enough to want to write
about it, paint an image of it, or com
pose a song to it is to have the capaci
ty to at once hold tight to it-and, just
as completely, to let it go.
BILL BELLE VILLE is an award-win
ning author and documentary filmmaker
who specializes in environmental issues.
He lives in Sanford.
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here is a place where a wide river flows from
evcning’s horizon into an ocean of darkness. I see
and hear it still: the soft seiche of intertide and
sandflats wandering through whispering light toward
the edge of my known world.
Sebastian Inlet, Florida, I believed as a child, was the site of
Genesis. There, mighty winds and waters gathered, and moon
light ruled night; waters teemed with countless creatures; and
egrets, ibises, and herons flew beneath the vault of heaven.
There, God created sea-monsters in the form of sharks. "Thus
were heaven and earth completed with all their mighty throng!"
my father would proclaim, raising his fishing rod like a staff,
then lowering his alcohol-laden voice to a whisper: ‘And on
the sixth day, God said, ‘Let there be manatees. " And there
they were, floating like bloated wineskins along the shore.
So it was, some years before I was horn, that creation had
unfolded at Sebastian Inlet, where the Indian River breached
the harrier island that separated it from the Atlantic and spilled
into the ocean with ferocity or grace, depending upon the force
of the tide.
Sebastian Inlet was the edge of my known world because it
was as far south as I had ever traveled as a child, in our 01d sta
tion wagon, with fishing rods banging and jutting from the rear
window and the aroma of the week-old, shrimpish animals we
used for bait wafting up from the coffee can wedged between my
knees in the back seat.
"Now, snook," my father would explain, looking in the rearview mirror as we bounced along the narrow, palmetto-andsand-shouldered asphalt road today known as AlA, "ate scared
of deep water, and they spook easily." As he spoke, he’d lift his

-
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chin, collapse his lips and raise his eyebrows as if to imitate the
snook’s goofy grin.
"But the red snapper"-he’d let his eyelids and shoulders
droop like the woebegone snapper-likes warm water and
piers." And on he would go through his impersonations of
flounder, bluefish, mackerel, redfish, and drum.
One night as I reeled my treble hook to shore, a great blast of
water exploded before me as my line went taut. There was great
commotion, and my father tushed over with his lantern, peered
into the water, and proclaimed, "You’ve snagged a damn sea
cow!"
My rod bowed and released like a leather whip. I was in teats.
My father quickly cut the line with his pocketknife. To harm a
sea cow was the essence of evil. I begged my father to tell no
one of my deed. He never did. But the image of the flailing
manatee followed me for years, and I would forever whisper
guilt and apology across the waters.
When I was 5 and sandy-haired, my father told me that the
Indian River was a tributary of the Nile-one of his many
embellished stories. He would point to the occasional alliga
tor-he called them Nilc crocodiles-as proof. When I was 6,
he said that the headwater of the Indian was the Missouri, or
Big Muddy. He pointed to the muddy outgoing current to prove
it. And when I was 7, brown-eyed and sure, my father told me
the truth: The Indian River wasn’t connected to the Nile ot
Missouri. In fact, the Indian wasn’t a river at all-just a dead
water lagoon running a hundred miles along the east coast of
Florida. Lacking major tributary or headwater, the lagoon was
filled and emptied by the ocean tide. Nor was Sebastian Inlet
the site of Genesis. But it was, I knew, the site of wondrous cre

CREATION UNFOLDIN
ation, and that was what mattered.
By then, the Indian River and its ocean outlet had
become the waters of my dreams. At dusk, a time when we
often fished, the sun would pout molten ore into the river;
and cicadas would sing their sandpaper chorus to the pink
sky. Flocks of green parrots, feathers metallic in subtropical
light, would bolt over the inlet from the nearby woodlands
of dreamy sable palms and armadillos. After darkness fell,
we sometimes stood, fishing rods in hand, and watched
shooting stars.
"A man’s life," my father would utter in despair, following
the meteor along its path of evanescent glory into nothing
ness.
Mostly we fished up near the river where a small cove had
been sculpted out of the sandy shore. From there, on hot
summer nights we could see, shimmering through the
humidity, the pale lights of Sebastian town on the distant
river shore, where my father had grown up. As he and I
fished, he didn’t usually take to dramatic story telling.
Rather, tales of his life and of the inlet slowly leaked out of
him like an old gas pipe unable to withstand the constant
pressure. He said that when he was a boy during the
Depression, his family had moved from rural Washington
County, Georgia, to Sebastian where there was the prospect
of work. His father, a mechanic, came to own a garage
where he repaired the first generation of automobiles in
town. My father, highly self-educated, worked at many jobs
as he grew up-gas station attendant, tomato farmer, and
fisherman.
If place is crucial in relationships, Sebastian Inlet was
indispensable to ours. What I knew then was that Sebastian
was part of my father’s life. ‘What I know now is that,
through my experience and his stories, Sebastian Inlet
became part of mine. As I stood in the wake of his words
and images back then, his past seemed to swirl about my
ankles like seawater. As a part of the place he loved, I
became a part of his life. Without this place, our exchanged
words might well have been vapors from different galaxies.
And so it is, one way or another, with all human relation
ships. We are connected by the ground we share.
lithe flounder weren’t striking on the sand flats, some
times we’d pack up and wander by lantern light down to the
inlet’s mouth, where Indian River emptied into the
Atlantic. At outgoing tide at night, this was a terrifying
place of wind and black water. Sometimes my father and I
ventured fat out onto the rock jetties slick with algae and
covered with razor-edged barnacles and where black swells
rose to swallow him up to his knees.
"There are sharks here," he would wam, motioning me
higher on the rocks as he gestuted without bemusement
toward the inlet with the tip of his fishing rod. "Man
eaters."
"Child eaters?"
"Yes, those too."
A great white shark as long and wide as our station
wagon, he said, came to Sebastian Inlet once a year, usually
in winter, and it cruised just below the surface along one
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If place is crucial in
relationships,
Sebastian Inlet was
indispensable to ours.
What I knew then was
that Sebastian was
part of my father’s life.

The autho?s father. Linwood Walters, surf fishing
opposite page and in a photo from the 4Os above.
breakwater, up toward the river, then reversed course and
retumed to open ocean. It seemed a story without a moraljust an image, this projectile of cartilage and muscle, left to
maraud through a child’s imagination. Looking hack, I see it
was his way of warning me from the breakwater’s edge. His
stories told all.
For whatever myths ultimately fell, I would believe into
adulthood that Sebastian Inlet had, for all practical purpos
es, existed since the beginning of time. Only years later did
I learn that storms only periodically opened it up. In 1924
engineers cut a "permanent" channel and built coquina-rock
jetties hundreds of feet seaward to deflect current-driven
sand and keep the breech open for fishermen who desired
an outlet from the Indian Rivet to the ocean. But the sandladen currents simply wrapped around the ends of the jetties
and formed a shallow, non-navigable delta. A massive 1,500
feet long wall was then built on one side to keep the inlet
open. But the channel migrated several hundred feet north.
In 1939, a large pipe-line dredge removed masses of sand to
deepen the sluice.

The inlet morphed closed again in 1942-this time for the
better, many people felt, because this would keep out the
German submarines that were prowling neat the coast. After
the war, engineers blasted yet another channel between the
existing jetties. But the yawning channel closed again within
a few hours. Five years later the inlet was reopened but was
closed within five months by a storm. More blasting and
extensive dredging ensued, only to he followed by the forma
tion of shoals that blocked the entrance. In 1950, another
massive channel was cur. The river mouth closed again by
the end of that year.
What man intended, nature rescinded.
Then my father, Linwood Josey Walters, arrived.
In 1955, he and his business partner, working as the
Walters and Hayes Construction Company, received a
$25,000 state contract to widen, heighten, and lengthen the
existing jetties. The channel never closed again. Where oth
ers had failed, my father had beaten back nature for goodsomething for which he was etemally proud. He had always
experienced remorse and guilt, my mother once confided, for
having remained in Florida during World War II, building
airfields, while others from his town had been wounded or
died in battle. Sebastian Inlet became his private, compensa
tory battle-against nature.
As a child, I walked around the inlet with him as men in
T-shirts fished from the very boulders that he had laid down.
He would make small talk as a proprietor might mingle with
guests at an inn. My father must have secretly believed that
any fisherman who ever caught a fish off his jetties owed the
meal to him.
Then, Sebastian Inlet mote or less vanished from my life.
No one ever satisfactorily explained to me why we moved
away. My mother only said she loathed the long nights of my
father wandering half-drunk along the jetties or in the surf
until sunrise lit the tip of his wooden rod. And so we moved

and settled, randomly, or so it seemed to me
then, in a distant place. Now I believe that
my father, having been exiled from Florida,
was drawn by genetic memory back to the
land of his ancestors in the Carolina moun
tains.
He resettled our family there, in moun
tain shadows, far from salt air. With his
fishing rods laid to rest up in the garage
tafters, he now took to endlessly wandering
the hollows and backwoods, returning
home with the same sad breath to some
times set in my palm flint arrowheads he
had unearthed that day. Although we
occasionally returned to fish the magical
waters of Sebastian, he never got over leav
ing the place.
He spoke of the inlet with bitterness, as
if the bare mention activated an old stinger
busied in his heart. I didn’t understand
back then, but now I take that as an early
lesson in how dark water sometimes seeps
into the spaces left by loss.
Today Sebastian Inlet is a beautiful state park-one of the
few landscapes I knew as a child that today exists mostly
unchanged. True, a parabolic highway arcs above the inlet
with almost spiritual symmetry. Railed cement catwalks for
fishermen hang over the water from underneath both ends of
the bridge. A long pier now covers the treacherous jetties
where we fished. Otherwise, the river still flows, and the land
lies much as it did.
I should be happy.
Yet it is as if, having left there long ago, I watch from afar

as new generations of fishermen lay their stories across the
landscape like layers 0f rich humus. The place and time my
father and I knew have joined those of the other passersbycivilizations, families, and individuals alike-beneath the
strata of story, myth, and dream. The place seems almost
empty to me now.
If my father were still alive and he could find the words, he
would probably say that what remains there are roots of bit
terness. Or he might have quoted, in his bottle-edge breath,
some dark Biblical passage like "May no star shine our in its
twilight; may it wait for a dawn that never comes, nor ever
see the eyelids of the morning." Far me, memory comes merely as longing and as an incessant voice rising from the waters.
May the moon forever shine and the stars forever fall
above Sebastian. May the waters flow for children to fish
where manta rays move through mystical light and sea cows
float like giant sausages in sea grass. May my children know
what I remember of what my father remembered, and his
before him. Then, may a great storm close Sebastian Inlet’s
mouth for good. Make it shut its trap forever. Make it stop
calling to me.

MARK JEROME WALTERS is an associare jyrofessor in the
Department of Journalism and Media Studies at the University of
South Florida St. Petersburg
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By Thomas Hallock

e began our
exploration
of the
Hilisborough
River in
seven canoes and one lone kayak,
just north of Tampa. There, the river
is still a pristine example of a blackwater stream, as it is for some 50
miles north to the Green Swamp,
where it originates. A strong current
pulled us downstream and, at each
bend, the river opened into a vast
floodplain, a watery maze. We lin
gered under a cathedral of cypress
and sweet gum, maple and tupelo,
and then continued on down the

Photographs by Gladys Kashdin
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river, ducking undet downed trees and dodging cobwebs.
Buzzards and ibis swarmed above us, and a swallowtail kite
laced the thermals above them. A belted kingfisher darted
from shore to shore. Lurking below the black, mirrored sur
face was an eight-foot gator that disappeared under our canoe.
We were almost in Tampa, hut the city felt far away.
Some weeks later, my students and I returned to the
Hillshorough to explore its last half-dozen miles, which snake
through the heart of Tampa. As we paddled through the city,
the bird life disappeared-other than a few terns. The only
other flying objects were a helicopter and a Marlboro butt
tossed by a motorist from the Hillsborough Avenue bridge.
Ironically, in this most-populated stretch of the river, there
weren’t any people, eithet No one paddling, besides us. N0
one picnicking along the banks. It became obvious that the
river had become a neglected casualty of the urban grid. It was
nearly invisible, and almost inaccessible, to the general pub

lic. We passed fenced-off banks and dead-end streets. There
were waterfront parks, hut these were poorly matked. The
people with access were the riverside property owners. They
had it all to themselves.
This disappearance of the l-Iillshorough raised the issue that
became a major concern in the course I was teaching for the
Florida Studies Program at the University of South Florida St.
Petersburg: There is a tenuous connection between Floridians
and their rivets.
Nature writer Bill Belleville, who offered pointers to my
students and me as we read about, discussed, and explored
rivers last fall, raised the same issue in his book about the St.
Johns, River of Lakes. His themes became our own: How d0
you connect people to a place? How can you get people to
care about what they rarely see? Can we bring rivers back into

‘IT’S
MY
RIVER’
For artist Gladys Kashdin,
the Hilisborough is home and
inspiration. She captures its
green and muddy mysteries

in her glorious works of art.
By

Mary Muihern

The class considered these questions as we explored the
Little Manatee, the Ocklawaha, Blackwater Creek, and the
Kissimmee-in addition to the HilEsborough. The students,
troopers all, trudged through a rigorous reading list of Florida
environmental history and literature. We dipped into
Bartram’s Travels, Sidney Laniet’s bizarre guide to rivers and
rails, and works by Marjory Stoneman Douglas and Harriet
Beecher Stowe. We listened to Delius and Mofro and read
about Winslow Homer and the Homosassa. The class also
benefited from guest lectures by a geographer and a fluvial
geomorphologist one who studies changes in rivers.
During our paddle of the urban Hillsborough, we also heard
from Tampa Mayor Pan Iorio. She was one of a few guests who
accompanied us on this trip. lorio told us about her plan for
reviving the river. She envisions a downtown tiverwalk, an
urban pedestrian corridor that connects Channelside on the
bay with the art museum and performing arts center, then
lB FORUM FLORIDAHUNIANITTEScQUNcIL
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crosses the interstate to Waterworks Park. Former mayors
have floated similar ideas, and lorio’s will need $23 million
in private funds, but she wants to make it real. She insists
that a focal point for the city will bring activity and com
merce-shops and food, tourists and yuppies-to Tampa’s
tomb of a downtown.
My class, mostly history majors and nearly all local, loved
the idea. lorio who has a master’s in history, herself hopes
to reverse a bad relationship between the city and its river.
By the end of the first industrial boom in rhe early 20th cen
tury, Tampa had turned its back on the Hillshorough. "Our
river," opined an editorial in the 1912 Tampa Daily Times, "is
but a little one, but it causes a whole lot 0f trouble and vex
ation and expense." It was a working river then, polluted and
easy to neglect for its beauty or environmental health. Guide
hooks from that time describe a string of factories turning
out everything from broomsticks to patent medicines, soft

Inding through the verdant
North Tampa neighborhood of
Temple Terrace, where the
Spanish moss drips from mature
oaks, one hears whispers of the wet and
green Florida of the past. At every turn of the
asphalt streets, you might glimpse a flash of
the river that runs through it, or imagine you
hear the lyric from a spiritual: "Take me to
the river, wash me down."
Along one of these streets sits a neat ranch
house on a generous, shaded lot, amid a gar
den of contained indigenous flora. This is the
home and studio of artist Gladys Shafran
Kashdin, Professor Emerita of Humanities at
the University of South Florida. She has lived
here, in the environs of the Hillsborough
River, for 36 years.
For Kashdin, whose love of nature has
inspired a lifetime of paintings, collages, and
drawings, the river that flows through her
neighborhood was a natural departure point
for her art. "It’s my river," she explains.
Kashdin traveled the length of the river for
more than three years as research for her
1970s series, Aspects of the River, She boated,
canoed, and portaged the 55-mile-long river,
from its source at Green Swamp to its mouth
in Tampa Bay. She enlisted friends to pilot the
various craft while she photographed what
she saw. Now 83 and still active and prolific,
Kashdin says. "I know every mile of the
river."
The slides she produced are now archived
in the collection of Tampa’s Museum of
Science and Industry. They range from
extreme close-ups of plant life and portraits
of bird species, to otherworldly reflections of

Kashdin’s works inspired by the Hillsborough River in
‘Great Blue Heron’ top and ‘Lily Pads III’ above.
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‘Lily Block’
above, ‘Rock
Bottom’ above

right and
‘Phosphate
Loader’ right.
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drinks to phosphates, granite works to rubber stamps. Burgert
Brother photographs depict steamers along busy docks, rail
yards, sulfurous smoke stacks, and Model Ts rumbling across the
Lafayette Street Bridge. Where other rivers like the St. Johns
were graced with steamer lines and Victorian winter homes,
boomtown Tampa quickly became a car town. Tourist guides
directed visitors to Lake Thonotassa straight up the
Hillsborough via automobile or rail. Industry died a few
decades later, and the river fell off most people’s mental maps.
Maybe I’m a little cynical, but I have trouble with the $23
million for a riverwalk. When I ask my optimistic colleagues
about the plan, they cite success stories like San Antonio and
Chattanooga, cities that rivers have revitalized. What’s not to
love about a downtown waterfront? But I wonder what kind of
public this public river would be. Will development downtown
open the rivet to an entire City? For much less money, the city
could string brown signs along the major thoroughfares
"Hillshorough River, this way". The parks department could

jJLI
cypress knees and of the undersides of urban
bridges. While Kashdin considered these images sim
ply as research for her painting, many of them would
be considered fine art.
Kashdin used these 2,000 images for inspiration
once she was back in her Temple Terrace studio.
They formed an artistic journal inspired by the intri
cacies and nuances of nature: the spine of a lettuce
leaf, the snowy ess-curve of an ibis, and the river’s
own skeleton snaking through west-central Florida.
Just as her range and scope in photography
zoomed from wide shot to extreme detail, her paint
ings and works on paper vary widely in perspective,
scale, and medium. The Aspects of the River series
includes exacting, inked miniature studies as well as
freely worked, large-scale pieces. The river and its
life are transformed into abstractions in paint and
collage, and into naturalist studies in ink on paper.
Kashdin interprets the life of the river as land
scape, water-world, biological font, and anthropolog
ical gravesite. Her art reflects the mysteries of the
green, muddy, iridescent, reptilian river in its infinite
variety.
This year, Kashdin is revisiting her river for a com
mission from the City of Tampa Public Art. She plans
to take an extremely long view. Working from aerial
photographs, she is creating a painting of the entire
1-lillsberough River.
The painting is already fully realized in the artist’s
mind. She gestures with her delicate hands in the air
to draw the snaking line of the river and describes a
ribbon of iridescent silver winding through velvet
green. "I can see it," she says.

Lookingforthe

MARY MULHERN is a museum consultant, free-lance
writer, and graphic designer in Tam pa.

THOMAS HALLOCK is a visiting scholar in the Florida
Studies Program at the University of South Florida St.
Petersburg.

River

build boat ramps in parks where it’s now content to run a
mower. Dead ends could become mini canoe launches. The
city could ask the state Department of Transportation to tear
down a fence or two.
During a class presentation, we learn the bizarre story of
the river’s various names. According to accounts from the
Narvaez and De Soto expeditions, natives called this river
the Mocoso; Seminoles knew it as the Lockcha-popka
chiska, the "river one crosses to eat acorns"; the Spanish, as
El Rio de San Julian de Arriaga. After Spain ceded Florida to
England in 1763, the name changed again, this time to flat’
ter Lord Hillsborough, Britain’s colonial secretary. He never
crossed the Atlantic, never saw the body of water that still
carries his name today.
Somehow this seems appropriate. Throughout the world,
rivers flow downhill. But Florida has to be different. Here,
water flows toward money. And the power that comes with
money can render even a river invisible. On the other side of
the private docks and expensive homes lining the
Hillsborough are some of Tampa’s poorest neighborhoods. I
wonder whether urban planning can reconcile a divide
between "haves" and "have’nots." I hope that it can, that
these banks will be mote accessible for everyone, because the
river is a wonderful resource-what Tampa native and
Tribune columnist Joe Guidry calls a "neglected gem." But I
don’t think it will.
So maybe the Earl of Hillsborough deserves the name after
all. Call me cynical, I know. But first the name gets stolen,
then the place. Now it remains in the hands of a few. How
many other rivers in Florida have suffered a similar fate?
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By John Moran
e humans are hard-wired for
aquatic seduction. Images of rivers
permeate our art, music, literature, and religion. The water baptism ritual is at the heart of the
Christian experience. Descriptions in the Qur’an
depict heaven with flowing rivers. Among some
indigenous peoples of Africa, spirits of the water
are seen as the providers of knowledge and wisdom.
The ability of water to sustain and inspire us is
seemingly inevitable. We live on a blue planet
whose surface is 70 percent water. Our bodies
were nurtured before birth in an amniotic sea and
are 60 percent water.
Most of us can recount how the magic of water
has shaped our personal stories of what it means to
be a Floridian. We are drawn to the water for our
celebrations, our birthdays and reunions, weekends and holidays. Some were baptized at the river,
and some of us plan to have our remains scattered
there. It gladdens me to know that in my final trip
down the Ichetucknee, my ashes will intenningle
with the turtles and fish of my favorite river, flowing onward to the sea.
At the end of each summer at my church in
Gainesville, we join in the annual Gathering of the
Waters ceremony. We add vials of water from our
travels to urns of water collectively signifying
healing, peace, power, and homecoming. In our
search for meaningful ritual that will draw us
together, water once again provides the bond.
Several years ago, one of our church members
returned from a trip to the Mideast where he saw
an Israeli public television program that marveled
at the sublime Ichetucknee in a state seemingly
overflowing with fresh water.
But all is not well on the River of Life. We live
to consume, or so our culture would have us
believe; and water resources, historically viewed
as limitless in Florida, are in notable decline and

W

degradation. The recent drought scared up a few
newspaper headlines, but the thirst of a growing
state continues unabated, and surface-water pollu
tants increasingly taint the source of our drinking
water,
This point was driven home to me in 2003 when
I went to the Church of the Sacred River, as I like
to call it, for my 17th consecutive Ichetucknee
birthday trip. Where once I swam through crys
talline water, drifting past an emerald carpet of
dancing eelgrass, those same aquatic grasses were
now covered with a tough, thick coating of brown
algae, and the water was cloudy and dull. The pic
ture shown here, made 10 years earlier, shows a
healthy river I scarcely now recognize. It seems
the Ichetucknee, long regarded as Florida’s most
pristine river, is dying a death of a thousand cuts
as its recharge basin fills up with people and their
detritus,
How can this be? The declining state of the
Ichetucknee is emblematic of a larger disconnect
we have with the natural world, which has sus
tamed us so well for so long with gifts that demand
nothing in the way of spiritual or material recom
pense. Ultimately, of course, there is a price to be
paid, and the due date approaches.
But rivers, like people, have both a source and a
destination-and stories to be told along the way.
And this story isn’t over yet. Am I optimistic
about the fate of Florida’s rivers and springs? I’d
prefer not to answer that question. Let me say
instead that I do have hope, the great sustainer
that gives us cause to toil on in spite of daunting
odds.
I have hope that our culture can learn to honor
the sacred in nature, hope that we choose political
leaders who understand that we are a part of the
Earth and not apart from it, and hope that the
River of Life leads us to a deeper understanding
and appreciation for the waters that sustain us and
call on us now to act on their behalf.

JOHN MORAN is a Florida nature photographer, writer, and lectur
er based in Gainesville. This essay appears in his new book, Journal of
Light: The Visual Diary of a Florida Nature Photographer.

Paradise
Restored?
Wetlands were drained, rivers channeled, and
forests converted to tree plantations. Now, costly
efforts are underway to reclaim the ‘Real Florida.’
By Christopher F. Meindl

half-century ago, the
"real" Florida was every
where-forests, swamps,
scrubland, hugs, snakes,
and lots of clean water.
Only a handful of peo
ple had air-conditioned homes; fast food
was still a dream in the minds of its cre
ators; and converting railroads to hiking
trails would have seemed as senseless as
reducing the width of our currenr inter
state highways to accommodate back
packers. Indeed, most Floridians back in
the 1940s and ‘50s would have gladly
done with a lot less real Florida and
much more development of any kind.
But today, after a population increase
of nearly 10-fold since 1940, almost half
of Florida’s original wetlands have been
drained and occupied by houses, highrises, strip malls, parking lots, and farms.
Rivers have been channeled for flood
control and better navigation. Many of
Florida’s forests are plantations growing
pine trees and little else. Urban sprawl
has completely swallowed Pineilas
County and almost all of the 70-mile
strip from West Palm Beach to Miami;
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and it is fast consuming Orange and
Hillshorough counties as well. Ah, what
we would give ftr a whiff of the real
Florida again!
In fact, there is so much desire now for
more of the real Florida that we have
begun to "restore" parts of our heavily
manipulated landscape.
The Kissimmee River is a perfect
example of this. It was once 103 river
miles of water and wildlife habitat that
lazily meandered south from Lake

Kissimmee to Lake Okeechobee. But to
accommodate development in the l960s,
it was channeled and straightened into a
56-mile ditch called C-38. Now, there
are government-sponsored efforts to
restore almost half of the river to its nat
ural, real Florida state. The estimated
cost to do this is more than a half-billion
dollars.
This circle had its beginnings in 1881,
when
Philadelphia
businessman
Hamilton Disston bought a million acres
of central and southern Florida swampland, intending to add to his fortune by
reclaiming wetlands. In those days,
"reclamation" meant altering landscapes
for more intensive use. Prior to this time,
excess surface water oozed across the
marshy and lake-covered landscape from
near Kissimmee and St. Cloud, south
toward Lake Kissimmee-and eventually
out the southern end of this lake down
the Kissimmee Rivet. A crow would fly
50-plus miles from the end of Lake
Kissimmee to the northern shore of the
big lake.
But Disston’s dream of reclaiming
Florida swampland turned into a finan

Paradise

Florida’s Lower East
Coast ‘rca 1900

Restored?

ijust West of the
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cial nightmare during the panic of 1893
and subsequent economic depression,
ultimately leading to his suicide in 1896.
Before this, however, Disston’s associates
dug several canals, providing a more
direct and "efficient" hydrological con
nection between northern Osceola
County and Lake Kissimmee. This set
the stage for slowly increasing agricultur
al development north of, and along, the
Kissimmee River.
Just a few years lamer, Congress passed
the Rivers and Harbors Act of 1899,
which provided funds for examining and
surveying the Kissimmee River and the
Caloosahatchee River to Fort Myers.
The goal was improved navigation. At
that time, the U.S. Army’s Corps of
Engineers enjoyed broad public support,
in part because the grossly underdevel
oped condition of Florida’s transporta
tion system meant that "improved" rivers
were a leading transportation option.
Engineers soon discovered that those
living in the Kissimmee Valley favored
improvements to the rivet that would
make it navigable just down to Fort
Bassinger a small hamlet about twothirds the way to Lake Okeechohee.
They also learned that the rest of the
river was swampy and uninhabited by
people -and that Caloosahatchee River
farmers feared being inundated by any
excess water. The engineers concluded
that the only interests demanding a
through route to Fort Myers were
tourists, so they took no action to
"improve" the Kissimmee River.
Development in and around the
Kissimmee Valley B.D. Before Disney
continued at a snail’s pace. During the
first half of the 20th century, the
Kissimmee River and its surrounding
marshes and woods remained crowded
with a wide variety of birds, fish, and
other wildlife. In spite of a growing num
ber of cattle ranches, it remained part of
the real Florida.
By the 1960s, however, development
was popping up all over the state. I grew
up in Melbourne Beach during this time
and we watched the woods around us
turn into streets filled with houses.
In south-central Florida, hurricaneinduced flooding in the late 1940s gener
ated pressure on politicians, who in turn
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Inland, lower land levels kept ra4n4wjthj?Nhe wetlands of the rveJades. where it could seep
through the ground and recharge the Biscayne Aquifer After back-to-back hurricanes flooded more
than 3 million acres for months in 1947, the Corps of Engineers was directed to build a water con
trol system to prevent further catastrophic floodin. while ooeninp up more land for agriculture and
urban development.

Present Day

.

a.

The Corp’s Central and Southern Flor
ood Control Proj
w aig success in soe ys. It
continues to provide drainage ar4’
otect4fl for a population three times the original
estimate. However, it has also had some unfortunate side effects. To provide surface drainage, rain
water is moved through canals to estruaries instead of into the Everglades and the Biscayne Aquifer.
That lost water means that coastal weliflelds are nowthreatened with saltwater intrusion.

Long-Term Solution
SFWMD plans to acquire additional uad
land to ttafor
water storage, and’ffy,aL,t,he
existing canals will be redesigned to beSt mimic natural waterways. Where once there were trans
verse glades through the coastal ridge. drainage canals will be reconfigured to function as greenways
and flowways, reconnecting the severed links between severed s’frsterns. This will improve water
quality, allow larger quantities to.b4 moved to preserve areas, and create recreational opportunities.

SOUTh FLORIDA WATER MANAGEMENT QiSTRICT

Scientists estimate
that upwards of
30,000 acres of
Kissimmee River
floodplain wetlands
have been drained,
convened to a canal,
or covered with spoil
from dredging.
asked the Corps of Engineers to create a
flood-control project. This was authorized
in 1954; and from 1962 to 1971, engineers
converted the Kissimmee River into a big
ditch. In doing this, the Corps of Engineers
created a series of large and usually stag
nant, stair-stepped impoundments or pools
almost 30 feet deep and roughly 300 feet
wide.
The new 56-mile long "improvement"
was brutally efficient at removing water
from the landscape and dumping it into
the northern end of Lake Okeechobee.
The Corns accomplished its mission of
reducing flooding in the Kissimmee River
Valley, and this set the stage for additional
agricultural and housing development in
the region albeit am a much slower pace
than the frenetic development in much of
coastal Florida. The final price tag for
straightening the Kissimmee river: $32
million.
Scientists estimate that upwards of
30,000 acres of Kissimmee River floodplain
wetlands have been drained, converted to
a canal, or covered with spoil from dredg
ing. Moreover, with greatly reduced water
flows moving through significant portions
of former river channels-not to mention
the importation of far more nutrients, com
pliments of the region’s cattle-many por
tions of old channels have become choked
with aquatic vegetation.
This didn’t occur in the past and before
significant numbers of cattle, because
floodplain wetlands caused water to move
slowly enough for nutrients to be absorbed

by wetlands vegetation. For this reason,
water making its way into the river had
fewer nutrients than it might have oth.
erwise.
Nutrients in river water are like vita
mins for people: A little bit goes a long
way. The excess aquatic vegetation does
not live forever; when it dies, the
remains accumulate along the bottom.
The decomposer organisms that make a
living consuming such material multiply
and make enormous demands on the
water’s dissolved oxygen. As a result,
many desirable species of fish such as
largemouth bass are replaced by less
desirable species such as gar. This not

The Kissimniee train station during a
flood, 1942 top and boating through a
lock in the ‘60s above.

only reduces the region’s value for fishing
by people; the plethora of wading birds
and waterfowl some of them winter
"tourists" are equally disappointed and
find homes or wintering habitat else
where. Indeed, populations of fish, birds,
and waterfowl declined significantly and
became far less diverse in the years
immediately after the river was chan
neled. As if all this were not enough,
excessive nutrients from the Kissimmee
River wound up in Lake Okeechohee,
causing similar problems in one of the
state’s premier fishing holes.
And then came the political backlash.
Because opposition to digging a trench
through the Kissimmee became intense,
the Florida Legislature passed the
Kissimmee River Restoration Act 0f
1976. This officially began the process of
restoring the river. Congress and the
Florida Legislature agreed in 1992 to split
what has now ballooned into a more
than half-billion-dollar price tag, and
that will return only part of the river to
the real Florida.
The South Florida Water Management
District and the Corps of Engineers have
bought some of the cattle ranches and
destroyed two water-control structures.
They will be back-filling some 22 miles
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Nutrients in river
water are like
vitamins for people:
A little bit goes a
long way.
of C-38. By 2010, some 43 miles of the
former 103 miles of the Kissimmee Rivet
should look and act more like the real
Florida.
Meanwhile, over the past several
decades, the Kissimmee Valley attracted
some residential development-and this
is at least one important reason why only
part of the river can be restored. If the
entire river were restored, it would cost
hundreds 0f millions of additional dol
lars-and then many homeowners would
be subject to periodic flooding.
Even so, the ongoing restoration of the
Kissimmee River, and similar activity in
parts of the Everglades, is surely an excit
ing development for those of us who
crave links to Florida’s past through more
exposure to the real Florida. At the same

WINTER 2005

time, it is also deeply disappointing that
we can return only parts of these land
scapes to some semblance of their early
20th-century condition.
But perhaps we ought not be so disap
pointed. After all, as geographer David
Lowenthal maintains, we can never com
pletely understand what the past was
like, because its survival on the land
scape, in books, and in our heads is selec
tively perceived from the start-and the
past is further altered by the passage of
time.
Still, I am torn. I am grateful that con
tinued growth in Florida provided me an
opportunity to return home to live and
work. But I am tempted to be disgusted
with all the social and environmental
problems such growth spawns. Moreover,
although I cherish the real Florida, I rec
ognize that most Floridians live in urban
environments-landscapes that also
have positive values. So here I sit, prefer
ring more real Florida-at the same time
I recognize that what I really wish for are
selected aspects of the past.
CHRISTOPHER E MEINDL is assis
tant professor of geography at the
University of South Florida St. Petersburg.

Florida. Dive in.
Our lives are marked by singular moments.

Experiences that reverberate through our lives like
the dropping of a stone in a pond. The circle of life.
The power of ideas. Lines that trace a story.
History both personal and of the worid around
us. At the Florida Humanities Council we explore
Florida’s living history, heritage and culture in ways
that let you touch it, feel it, and experience it for
yourself. Come share our passion for great ideas and
the great State of Florida. Dive into our calendar of
events at www.flahum.org or call 727 553-3801.
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Years of Exploring the Florida Experience

Junk cars and old mattresses await loading onto a freighter along the Miami River near downtown.

Miami River: Host to History
From ancient to modem times, it has been a lifeline
By Paul S. George
y childhood world was a neigh
borhood bracketed on two sides
by the meandering Miami River.
We lived in a garage apartment behind my
Grandmother’s house near the western
fringes of Riverside, an early i90Os Miami
subdivision. Occasionally, my father took
me for a walk to the river. There I was filled
with wonderment at its buzzing maritime
activity, unspoiled banks, and tall woodframed homes that appeared to tilt toward
the stream.
Years later, after moving away for gradu
ate school and several teaching stints else
where, I returned to a remarkably more
diverse and developed Miami. I immersed
myself in its rich history and was soon
engaged in a full complement of historyoriented activities, including conducting
history tours of the area. Many people
showed intense interest in the Miami
River, and it became my most popular tour.

M
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Known in earlier times by the Spanish as famed Miami Circle, a 2,000-year-old cir
Agua Dulce or "sweet water," a reference to cular incision in the bedrock near the
a freshwater stream, the Miami River is river’s mouth on the south bank. The cir
small as rivers go; hut it has hosted as much cle, thought to be a ceremonial site, meas
history as most bodies of water far larger. ures 38 feet across. On the north bank,
Indeed, this serpentine stream speaks to there lived the largest concentration of
every epoch and element of the area’s his native Miamians, called Tequestas by
tory. Its banks were home to native Indians, Spanish settlers. The Spanish built three
Spanish missions, slave plantations, a U.S. Jesuit missions for the Tequestas along the
Army fort, trading posts, luxury hotels, river.
Later, the riverbanks hosted two 19thboat yards, fisheries, and pioneer homes. It
has seen ceremonies of ancient times, fight century slave plantations that grew corn,
ing in wartime, and industrial development sweet potatoes, and sugarcane; an Army
fort active in two Seminole wars; the home
in modem times.
The rivet itself is just 4.5 miles long. The of Julia Tuttle, known as the "mother" of
Miami Canal, constructed in the early modem Miami; the stunning Royal Palm
1900s as part of the state’s Everglades Hotel built by railroad magnate Henry M.
drainage program, extends the waterway Flagler; the fledgling city’s first thorough
some 80 additional miles to Lake fare, Avenue D; and, in Fort Dallas Park, its
Okeechobee.
most posh early subdivision.
People have populated the riverbanks for
It was on Avenue D, within one block of
thousands of years, as evidenced by the the waterway, that 368 settlers, on a steamy
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Journal of Light
The Visual Diary of a Florida Nature Photographer
John Moran
* Photographer of the Year / Southeastern United States,
National Press Photographer Association
* Winner of Best American Photograph / United Nations Earth Summit contest, 1992
"For residents, a reminder of Florida’s enormous capacity for natural majesty; for tourists,
Moran’s essays resonate with
it’s a remarkable souvenir of the mystique of a rare place
an honesty and compassion that fully informs the art behind the photographic technique.
His words express a sensibility that is as authentic as it is admirable. . . . IA] subjective ode of
wonder and affection and art."-Bill Belleville, author of River of Likes: A Journey on Florida’s
St. Johns River
73 color photographs. cloth 53195

Before His Time

Living Waters

The Untold Story of
Harry T. Moore, America’s
First Civil Rights Martyr

Aquatic Preserves of Florida

Ben Green
‘A gifted storyteller and a tenacious
investigator, Ben Green uncovers a
remarkable and heartbreaking tale
that has been buried for fifty years."
-Henry Louis Gates, Jr., Harvard
University
Paper 51995

The Calusa
and Their Legacy
South Florida People
and Their Environments
Darcie A. MacMahon
and Wffliam H. Marquardt
"Finally, a well-researched and
entertaining look at the grand proces
sion of life that has been flourishing
in South Florida for thousands of
years. This book describes the won
drous and little-known stories of its
inhabitants-from the ancient Calusa
Indians to modern-day people."carol Newcomb-Jones, Florida Gulf
Coast University
cloth $3995

Cracker
The Cracker Culture

Clyde Butcher
"Clyde Butcher celebrates Florida’s
aquatic preserves, capturing magical
moments through his breathtaking
photographs. ... Mr. Butcher’s photo
graphs remind us that this natural
heritage is entrusted to us to maintain
for future generations to enjoy and
appreciate-from the foreword by
David B. Struhs, Florida Department
of Environmental Protection
Distributed by University Press of Florida
Cloth $35.00
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The Architecture of
James Gamble Rogers
II in Winter Park,
Florida
Patrick W. McClane
and Debra A. McClane
"The ‘magical pencil’ of Gamble
Rogers makes a fine art of architec
ture; his story builds a community
and gives soul to Florida’s architec
hire. Anyone who reads this book
will want to move to Winter Park
and live in a Gamble Rogersdesigned house."-Elsbeth K.
Gordon, author of Florida’s Colonial
Architecture
Cloth $29.95

in Florida History
Dana Ste. Claire
"Ste. Claire is one of the few in the
state who has given this often-ma
ligned group their just due. Crackers
aren’t only a part of Florida history.
To a great extent, they are Florida
history."-Rick Tonyan, author of
Guns of the Palmetto Plains
Paper $19.95

Also available through full-service booksellers
or our website at www.upf.com!

Florida’s Lost Tribes
Theodore Morris
Commentary by Jerald T. Milanich
"Theodore Morris’s paintings of
Florida’s lost tribes provide an ex
traordinary glimpse of a past that has
forever disappeared. This book is the
next best thing to time travel!"Mallory O’Connor, author of Lost
Cities of the Ancient Sootheast
Cloth $2995

Miami River: Host to History

The river wasn’t always a beehive of activity, or a still body of water, as this
photo of rapids on the Nilami River in 1918 shows above. By 1918 right
development choked its banks.
summer day in July 1896, voted to incorpo
rate as a city. The sertlement had come a
Long way by then, thanks to the arrival in
April 1896, of Flagler’s Florida East Coast
Railway. Its original terminus was on the
north bank of the river one block west of
Avenue D. Just a year earlier the tiny set
tlement counted but nine persons living
along the river. Now it claimed an estimat
ed 700 residents.
As a city was arising on the north bank,
a bustling Indian trade was nearing the end
of its third decade of activity on the south
bank. There, situated near the mouth, was
the thriving Brickell trading post. Its
Miccousukee clients poled downriver from
their Everglades redouhts in dugout canoes,
bringing with them alligator skins and eggs,
egret plumes, and coontie starch processed
from the root of a cycad plant and used for
biscuits, breads, and stews. They
exchanged these items for manufactured
goods bartered by members of the flinty
Brickell family. That picturesque era would
soon end as the south bank gave way to ris’
ing residential neighborhoods.
From this area, the Miami River changes
its coat frequently as it meanders
west/northwest under a colorful variety of
bridges and an imposing expressway span,
past an old boat yard where wartime vessels
were manufactured, past lobsrer and stonecrab fisheries, and past beautiful Lummus
32 FORUM FLORIDAHIJMANITIESCOONCIL

Who could have imagined

just a century ago that the
quiescent Miami River and
the soon-to-be-built Miami

Canal would witness so
much Hstory much less
serve as a critical lifeline for
one of the most important
cities in the hemisphere?
Park. One of the city’s oldest parks, it Con
tains the slave plantation house later used
as an Army fort built by William English
in the late 1840s. It is also the location of
William Wagner’s pine homestead house.
Erected in the late l850s, this was the
venue for the first Catholic Masses held
since the earlier missionary era.
About a quarter’mile west, the pocket
neighborhood of Spring Garden overlooks
the river. A historic district carved out of a
subtropical hammock in the l9ZDs and
1930s, it claims Marjory Stoneman
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Douglas, author of River of Grass, as an
early resident. Farther upriver was the
home of George Lewis, a blockade-runner
during the Civil War. When the Union
learned of Lewis’s activities, they sent a
small contingent of blockade-enforcers
who proceeded to torch his home.
Beyond there, in the vicinity of the sto
ried Orange Bowl Stadium, are two fabled
"Indian Caves" that hover above the shal
low waters of the Lawrence Park Canal.
The caves are large enough for a person of
average height to amble through in com
fort. It is believed that they began as solu
tion holes in the oolitic limestone that
undergirds the ridge--and every other part
of southeast Florida-and were enlarged by
the hand of man in the 20th century.
Nearby is the confluence of the river and
the south fork, which roams for nearly a
mile in a southwesterly direction. In one of
the most celebrated incidents of the
Second Seminole War, Col. William
Harney led his men upriver from Fort
Dallas to the south fork and the Everglades
encampment of Chief Chekaika and his
Seminole followers. Hamey and his men,
dressed in Indian regalia and wearing "war
paint" on their faces, killed several
Seminoles, including Chekaika, in revenge
for the wanton slayings of civilians. The
Seminole leader’s giant lifeless body was
hung from a tall royal palm tree.

Less than a half-mile beyond the begin
ning of the south fork is the entrance to the
Second Port of Miami, which rises above
the banks of the Miami Canal. A beehive
of activity, the port includes scrap-iron and
recycling plants; boat-repair, finishing, and
painting businesses; and, most importantly,
a bustling cargo industry involving large,
aged freighters that retum to Caribbean
and Central American countries laden
with a wide variety of goods. It is the state’s
fourth-busiest port, doing an annual busi
ness of $4 billion.
Who could have imagined just a century
ago that the quiescent Miami River and the
soon-to-be-built Miami Canal would wit
ness so much history, much less serve as a
critical lifeline for one of the most impor
tant cities in the hemisphere? I know of
nowhere else in this dynamic city that
speaks to so many eras, events, personali’
ties, and processes as the Miami River. I
never tire of touring it and sharing its rich
ly textured history with my audiences. For
each time I am on the river, I feel as if it is
my inaugural visit and that all of its wonder
is unfolding before me just as it did the first
time I saw it.
PAUL S. GEORGE is a professor of social
science at Miami-Dade Community College,
Wolfson Campus. This article is reprinted
from the Fall 2002 issue of FORUM.

Gainesville Association for the Creative Arts
UPCOMING WORKSHOPS

COPYEDITING
WRITING

&

*

Jan. 29 & 30

DIRECTING FOR FILM

& TV

Feb. 12 & 13
MARJORIE KINNAN RAWLINGS
WRITING THE REGION
WRITERS WORKSHOP * July 20-24
Information call
888-917-7001 or

O!O!S

352-378-9166

900 E. Princeton Street * Orlando, Florida 32803
407.246.4278 * Fax: 407.246.4329

MUSEUM HOURS:
Tuesday Saturday 10:30 a.m. 4:30 p.m.
www.mennellomuseum.com
Sunday noon 4:30 p.m. * Closed major holidays
The Mennellu Museum of American Art is owned and operated by the City of Orlando.
;J,

-

-

-

THE
LAST
WORD
Gary R.
Mormino

The Winds of Change
four major hurricanes barreled into Florida in
2004, the Sunshine State became the Plywood
State, the State of Fatigue, and the National
isaster State. Ferocious winds and water
scoured the coasts and soaked the interior, hut the events
left more than physical damage. They also sheared the
social and cultural, economic and ecological landscape.

The hurricanes battered and bent, leveled and
disheveled some of Florida’s wealthiest neighborhoods
and poorest places. Charley,
Frances,

and

Jeanne

sliced

through Sanibel and Captiva
and
Islands and Jupiter
Hutchinson Islands. Ivan left
Pensacola Bay a "graveyard of
yachts."
Hurricanes
also
exposed the plight of Florida
farm workers in places like
Bowling Green and Arcadia. A

whose owners hoped to save the mega-yachts.
Who will benefit from the social and economic

upheaval? Class, power, and political influence likely will
triumph. Bigger will replace smaller; new will supplant

old. Mobile-home communities that lined lakes and
rivers will be replaced by expensive condominiums and
gated communities. It is the most elementary law of
Florida physics: Water flows toward power. Where will
the displaced residents go? Laws of Florida physics do not
help with such questions.
We have seen in the past how
winds of change have altered
the course of Florida history.
The
hurricane
of
1559
destroyed the de Luna colony
that had settled on Pensacola
Bay, thus allowing the upstart
settlement of Sr. Augustine to

lay claim to being the nation’s
oldest city. A 1926 hurricane
diverse, multicultural Florida
emerged from the newsreels and
punctured Miami’s balloon,
inspiring the nickname for the
front pages.
fledgling University of Miami
The storms also rearranged
photographs damage to a
football team. In 1928, a storm
the landscape. Charley sliced in A Fort Meadeinwoman
mobile home the aftermath of Hurricane Chancy.
so powerful that locals swore it
half the island of North
"blowed
a crooked road
Captiva. Beaches and dunes
straight" killed thousands on the southern shore of Lake
took a severe hit, although scientists point out that one
place’s erosion is another’s gain. The storms also hurt
Okeechobee. Hurricane Donna roared through south
severely endangered loggerhead and green-turtle nests.
west Florida in 1960, leveling many old beach cottages
Eagles’ nests also took a beating. Across Florida, baro
and paving the way for modern redevelopment.
metric pressure and torrential rain played havoc with
The Taino Indians of the Caribbean attributed a
septic tanks, sewers, and sewage treatment plants.
malevolent quality to the hurrdcan. Some in modem
Environmentalists will be sorting out the meaning of
society share a similar outlook, depicting Charley,
Frances, Ivan, and Jeanne as evil and aberrational. But a
2004 for years.
As the high winds blew across political, class, and geo
hurricane is a natural, not a moral, phenomenon.
To be a Floridian is to be optimistic. After the fierce
graphic boundaries, it became clear that in hurricanes, as
in life, class matters. From storm prep to evacuation
routes to insurance claims, it helps to have money. Along
the Gold Coast, some families escaped danger by leasing
private jets $17,000 a flight. The mangrove islands of

winds passed, Florida was again open for business. Within
days after the devastation, real estate speculators were
ready to reinvest in Florida. Millions of baby boomers on

the Florida Keys, long a refuge for Conchs and smugglers,

the lip of retirement believe sun, water, and palm trees
guarantee etemal youth. Yet the Florida Dream endures,

became temporary home to hundreds of expensive craft,

if slightly mildewed, frayed, and stressed,

GARY R. MORMINO, the Frank E. Duckwall Professor of History, teaches at USF St. Petersburg. This essay wa-s
adapted from his forthcoming book, Land of Sunshine, State of Dreams.
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HILLSBOROUCH COUNTY COMPETITION
April, 2, 2005 * 9:30 a.m. 4:00 pm.
Blake High School
-

2005 Natidna! History Day Theme:
Communication in History The Key to Understanding
National History Day is not just one day, but a
yearlorig education program that makes history come alive.
Junior Level grades 6

8 Senior Level grades 9

-

12

At th national level, contest winners receive cash prizes. The grand prize is a fouçr,
year full tuition -acbQJarship to Case Western Reserve University Special prizes are
awarded in topic areas such as African American history state history and women’s
history.
--

-

.

At the county jevel, winners receive pzes and teachers are recognized with
certificates of merit. ijie teacher of theflrst place wanners will receive a classroom
set of Living History curriculum units
The Patrick Riordan Memorial Student Essay competiti Am Fjorida History is open
to students who -enter the Florida Hftory Fair with a paper essay on a Florida tplc
following the same guidIines as the general Florida History Day competition Prizes
will be awarded to the top,

tDtee ertries

For more Ft formation on rules, topics and’’rnts please eo6tact Lz Dunham, Hilisborough
County Coordinator, at 513 228-0097 or visit www.tampabayhistorycentetorg
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A Special Offer for
FORUM Readers!

B

ecome a FHC member, or renew your annual mem

bership, before June 1, 2005 and receive an original
photographic print by Florida photographer Jeff Ripple
whose work is featured in this issue.
With a membership of $125 or more, receive a signed

original print of your choice. All prints are matted to
1 1"x14" on warm white, acid-free, museum-quality mats
and will be shipped to you within 2 to 6 weeks.

Santa Fe River

Choose one of the
following images:

* Santa Fe River
* Hillsborough River II
* Big Shoals Suwanee
-

Use the form and return
envelope in the magazine
centerfold to make your
membership contribution
and reserve your print
today. Check the "Other"
box on the membership
form and indicate which
print you would like.

Hillsborough River II
For more information or to check on your
membership status, contact us at
bbahr@flahum.org or
727 553-3802.
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Big Shoals
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Suwanee

